Sir,
With reference to our recent paper [1], Vaandrager et al. report that they were unable to detect islet cell antibodies in 242 patients with proven mumps infection nor in 149 children before and after mumps vaccination. Taking our observations into consideration, this finding is not surprising. We reported that the children investigated post mumps infection did not show positive islet cell antibody (ICA) results over the past years up to now. The seven children who developed diabetes meltitus after mumps vaccination -at least five cases with the Jeryl Lynn strain (Behring Werke AG, Marburg), four cases with proven ICA -were just seen by chance out of many thousands of children who had been vaccinated in the same period of time in different areas. Therefore, we would[ not expect positive findings by testing several hundred vaccinated children. As we stated in our paper, it would involve a prospective study of considerable dimensions to prove or disprove a relationship between the viral infection or vaccination and the development of diabetes mellitus.
Vaandrager et al. make some interesting suggestions in connection with their observations. We would like to comment on them as follows: We did not "postulate" that mumps vaccination may cause diabetes nor that the reported mild virus infections cause the disease. In contrast, we stated that we did not believe that the cases observed by us, as well as those described by other authors in connection with recent viral infections, were caused by such a preceding infection. It might, however, be one final insult during ongoing autoimmune processes which were induced years before -probably in utero -by contact with similar viral antigens. Thus, we hypothesized that those observations possibly point towards one of the pathogenic mechanisms rather than being pathogenic themselves.
We agree that technical differences could be the reason for the discrepancy of results between our time-limited observation on unfixed frozen sections of human pancreas and that of Ratzmann et al. [2] , who used formalin fixed sections and subsequently reported a high incidence of positive ICA after mumps infection. However, the discrepancies between our study group and the groups of Vaandrager et al. and Richens et al. [3] are in our opinion more likely due to different environmental factors than to technical reasons.
One observation we made during our mumps control study could illustrate our point of view concerning the relationship between mumps infection and development of Type 1 (insulin-dependent) diabetes mellitus. Figure 1 shows the ICA in a 10-year-old boy who developed mumps infection. He had suffered from diabetes mellitus since his second year of life. Investigations for islet cell antibodies over 15 months before mumps infection repeatedly showed borderline or negative results. After mumps infection the ICA increased very strongly up to 1 : 128 with transient complement fixation in the higher titre ranges over 7 month. After this period of time the titre decreased, complement fixation disappeared, and the borderline ICA concentration persisted again. Although this is only a single case, it could be interpreted as a further indication that certain viruses could reactivate immune reactions probably by triggering sensitized lymphocytic cell clones with specific receptor sites even in the absence of specific antigens. Since there was no indication of a polyclonal stimulation, it could be an example of an immune reaction against endogenous agents induced by an exogenous factor.
In conclusion, we feel that the observations of Vaandrager et al. fit our concept very well. Virus infections observed shortly, i.e. a few weeks, before onset of overt diabetes mellitus seem highly unlikely to be the main cause for the onset of diabetes. Even if autoimmune reactivity against islet cells is detectable, it does not necessarily lead to islet cell destruction in diabetes mellitus. The initial insult which led to autoaggression against islets of Langerhans took place probably years before diabetes manifestation. Thus, the observed autoimmune phenomenon at the time of manifestation could just give some indication of the inducing mechanisms without necessarily being pathogenic itself.
We agree with the statement of Vaandrager et al. that, before mumps vaccination with any other strain is considered, a study for possible induction of anti-islet-cell immune reactivity would be necessary.
Yours sincerely, K. Helmke, K. Federlin, A. Otten and W. R. Willems
Obesity and Type 2 (non-insulin-dependent) diabetes
Dear Sir, Every medical student knows that the incidence of Type 2 (non-insulin-dependent) diabetes is related to obesity, and the study of Modan et al.
[1] confirms this. However, the authors are too modest. To my knowledge, only one previous study [21 has related the incidence of diabetes to categories of relative body weight, and the results were of limited value: the population studied was confined to men aged 40-49, there were only 44 incident cases, and they were not derived from systematic screening or case finding. Although Modan et al. [1] do not distinguish between diabetic patients diagnosed because of symptoms and those diagnosed in their systematic follow-up examination, their results imply that 10-year incidence rates are similar (their Fig. 1 ) across the body mass index (BMI) distribution below a value of 31.
A recent study of heights and weights of adults in Great Britain [31 showed that for all ages (16-64 years) 6% of men and 8% of women had a BMI exceeding 30. Assuming that the Israeli findings can be extrapolated to the British population, it would appear that the great majority of our Type 2 diabetic patients would arise from those with a BMI of less than 31, amongst whom, continuing the extrapolation, BMI (or obesity) is not the the principal factor determining the diabetes. Perhaps, revolutionary thought, it is not a factor at all!
